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INTRODUCTION. 



It is well known that amongst the Buddhist Scriptures 
there is one book in which a large number of old stories, 
fables, and fairy tales, lie enshrined in an edifying 
commentary ; and have thus been preserved for the study 
and amusement of later times. How this came about 
is not at present quite certain. The belief of orthodox 
Buddhists on the subject is this. The Buddha, as occa- 
sion arose, was accustomed throughout his long career 
to explain and comment on the events happening around 
him, by telling of similar events that had occurred in 
his own previous, births. The experience, not of one 
lifetime only, but of many lives, was always present to 
his mind; and it was this experience he so often used 
to point a moral, or adorn a tale. The stories so told 
are said to have been reverently learnt and repeated by 
his disciples; and immediately after his death 550 of 
them were gathered together in one collection, called 
the Book of the 550 Jatakas or Births ; the commentary 
to which gives for each Jataka, or Birth Story, an 
account of the event in Gotama’s life which led to his 

"VOL. I. b 
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first telling that particular story. Both text and com- 
mentary were then handed down intact, and in the Pali 
language in which they were composed, to the time of 
the Council of Patna (held in or about the year 250 b.c.) ; 
and they were carried in the following year to Ceylon 
by the great missionary Mahinda. There the commentary 
was translated into Sinhalese, the Aryan dialect spoken 
in Ceylon; and was re-translated into its present form 
in the Pali language in the fifth century of our era. 
But the text of the Jataka stories themselves has been 
throughout preserved in its original Pali form. 

Unfortunately this orthodox Buddhist belief as to the 
history of the Book of Birth Stories rests on a foundation 
of quicksand. The Buddhist belief, that most of their 
sacred books were in existence immediately after the 
Buddha’s death, is not only not supported, but is con- 
tradicted by the evidence of those books themselves. 
It may be necessary to state what that belief is, in order 
to show the importance which the Buddhists attach to 
the book ; but in order to estimate the value we ourselves 
should give it, it will be necessary by critical, and more 
roundabout methods, to endeavour to arrive at some 
more reliable conclusion. Such an investigation cannot, 
it is true, be completed until the whole series of the 
Buddhist Birth Stories shall have become accessible in 
the original Pali text, and the history of those stories 
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iii 



shall have been traced in other sources. With the present 
inadequate information at our command, it is only pos- 
sible to arrive at probabilities. But it is therefore the 
more fortunate that the course of the inquiry will lead 
to some highly interesting and instructive results. 

In the first place, the fairy tales, parables, fables, 
riddles, and comic and moral stories, of which the 
Buddhist Collection — known as the Jataka Book — 
consists, have been found, in many instances, to, bear 
a striking resemblance to similar ones current in the 
West. Now in many instances this resemblance is 
simply due to the fact that the Western stories were 
borrowed from the Buddhist ones . 

To this resemblance much of the interest excited 
by the Buddhist Birth Stories is, very naturally, due. 
As, therefore, the stories translated in the body of this 
volume do not happen to contain among them any of 
those most generally known in England, I insert here 
one or two specimens which may at the same time 
afford some amusement, and also enable the reader to 
judge how far the alleged resemblances do actually 
exist. 

It is absolutely essential for the correctness of such 
judgment that the stories should be presented exactly 
as they stand in the original. I am aware that a close 
and literal translation involves the disadvantage of pre- 
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renting the stories in a style which will probably seem 
strange, and even wooden, to the modern reader. But 
it cannot be admitted that, for even purposes of com- 
parison, it would be sufficient to reproduce the stories 
in a modem form which should aim at combining 
substantial accuracy with a pleasing dress. 

And the Book of Birth Stories has a value quite 
independent of the fact that many of its tales have been 
transplanted to the West. It contains a record of the 
every-day life, and every-day thought, of the people 
among whom the tales were told : it is the oldest , most 
complete, and most important Collection of Folk-lore extant 

The whole value of its evidence in this respect would 
be lost, if a translator, by slight additions in some places, 
slight omissions in others, and slight modifications here 
and there, should run the risk of conveying erroneous 
impressions of early Buddhist beliefs, and habits, and 
modes of thought. It is important, therefore, that the 
reader should understand, before reading the stories I 
intend to give, that while translating sentence by 
sentence, rather than word by word, I have never lost 
sight of the importance of retaining in the English 
version, as far as possible, not only the phraseology, 
but the style and spirit of the Buddhist story-teller. 

The first specimen I propose to give is a half-moral 
half-comic story, which runs as follows. 
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The Ass in the Lion's Skin. 
SIHA-OAMMA JATAKA. 

(Fausboll, No. 189.) 

Once upon a time, while Brahma-datta was reigning 
in Benares, the future Buddha was born one of a 
peasant family; and when he grew up, he gained his 
living by tilling the ground. 

At that time a hawker used to go from place to place, 
trafficking in goods carried by an ass. Now at each 
place he came to, when he took the pack down from the 
ass’s back, he used to clothe him in a lion’s skin, and 
turn him loose in the rice and barley-fields. And when 
the watchmen in the fields saw the ass, they dared not 
go near him, taking him for a lion. 

So one day the hawker stopped in a village ; and whilst, 
he was getting his own breakfast cooked, he dressed the 
ass in a lion’s skin, and turned him loose in a barley- 
field. The watchmen in the field dared not go up to 
him; but going home, they published the news. Then 
all the villagers came out with weapons in their hands ; 
and blowing chanks, and beating drums, they went near 
the field and shouted. Terrified with the fear of death, 
the ass uttered a cry — the cry of an ass ! 

And when he knew him then to be an ass, the future 
Buddha pronounced the First Stanza : 

“ This is not a lion’s roaring, 

Nor a tiger’s, nor a panther’s ; 

. Dressed in a lion’s skin, 

’Tis a wretched ass that roars ! ” 
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But when the villagers knew the creature to be an ass, 
they beat him till his bones broke ; and, carrying off the 
lion's skin, went away. Then the hawker came; and 
seeing the ass fallen into so bad a plight, pronounced the 
Second Stanza : 

“ Long might the ass, 

Glad in a lion’s skin, 

Have fed on the barley green. 

But he brayed ! 

And that moment he came to ruin.” 

And even whilst he was yet speaking the ass died on 
the spot ! 



This story will doubtless sound familiar enough to 
English ears ; for a similar tale is found in our modem 
collections of so-called ‘JEsop’s Fables .’ 1 Professor 
Benfey has further traced it in mediaeval French, 
German, Turkish, and Indian literature . 8 But it may 
have been much older than any of these books; for 
the fable possibly gave rise to a proverb of which we 
find traces among the Greeks as early as the time 
of Plato . 8 Lucian gives the fable in full, localizing it 



1 James* t ‘M sop's Fables' (London, Murray, 1862), p. Ill ; La Fontaine , 
Book y. No. 21 ; JEsop (in Greek text, ed. Furia, 141, 262 ; ed. Gorin, 113); 
Babriue (Lewis, vol. ii. p. 43). 

* Benny* * Pancba Tantra, Book iy. , No. 7, in the note on whioh, at yol. i. 
p. 462, he refers to Halm, p. 333 ; Robert , in the ( Fables incites du Moyen 
Age, yol. i. p. 360 ; and the Turkish Tutl-namah (Rosen, vol. ii. p. 149). 
In India it is found also in the Northern Buddhist Collection called Katha 
Barit Sfigftra, by 8omadeva ; and in Hitopadesa (iii. 2, Max Muller, p. 110). 

* Kratylos, 411 (ed. Tauchnitz, ii. 275). 
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